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Fashion Designer Billionaire

Act I – The Selection 
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Chapter One – The Girl in the Discount Rack
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The bell above the thrift store door rang with a tired little jingle that matched the mood of the late afternoon.

Natalia Cruz barely looked up from the rack she was reorganizing.

Wednesdays were slow. Slow meant fewer customers. Fewer customers meant fewer sales. Fewer sales meant Mrs. Delgado would sigh loudly in the back office and remind Natalia that “creativity doesn’t pay electric bills.”

Natalia smoothed the collar of a secondhand blazer and clipped the tag back into place.

She hated the way the fluorescent lights flattened everything. Under them, silk looked like polyester. Wool looked tired. Even colors seemed to give up.

But she didn’t.

She tilted her head, studying the blazer critically. It was oversized and boxy, early 2000s, with shoulder pads too stiff and sleeves too long. Most people would glance at it and move on.

Natalia saw potential.

She imagined tapering the waist. Removing the pads. Cropping the sleeves to three-quarter length. Replacing the plastic buttons with matte brass.

She could already see it on someone striding down a sidewalk in heels.

She slid the blazer aside and reached for the small sewing kit she kept hidden behind the counter. Mrs. Delgado didn’t like “alterations.” Said it complicated inventory.

Natalia called it resurrection.

She worked quickly, fingers steady from years of practice. She’d learned to sew from her grandmother, who’d believed fabric had memory. That if you treated it right, it would remember how it wanted to fall.

Natalia believed that about people, too.

The doorbell rang again.

This time she looked up.

And blinked.

The man who stepped inside did not belong in this store.

He wasn’t flashy. There was no glittering watch, no loud logo, no obvious announcement of wealth.

But the coat.

God, the coat.

Charcoal wool, perfectly cut, draping his broad shoulders like it had been measured in millimeters. His shoes were dark leather, polished but not shiny. His hair, streaked silver at the temples, was combed back neatly. His face held the kind of lines that didn’t come from stress—they came from experience.

He was older.

Not old.

But undeniably mature.

Late forties, maybe early fifties.

There was something composed about him. Still. Controlled.

Power wrapped in quiet.

Natalia instinctively straightened.

He didn’t browse like most customers. Didn’t shuffle through racks absentmindedly. He moved slowly, deliberately, touching fabrics with careful fingers.

Studying.

Not shopping.

She watched him assess a vintage silk blouse, then discard it with a faint narrowing of his eyes. He paused near the men’s jackets.

And stopped.

Her blazer.

The one she’d just altered.

He lifted it from the rack.

His fingers traced the new seam at the waist.

He noticed.

Natalia swallowed and stepped forward. “That one’s... been slightly adjusted.”

His eyes lifted to hers.

Dark. Sharp. Observant.

The kind of eyes that missed nothing.

“You adjusted it?” His voice was low. Measured. Cultivated.

“Yes.” She tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. “It had good bones. Just needed direction.”

A flicker of something passed across his face.

Interest.

“Direction,” he repeated.

She nodded, growing more confident. “Most designers ruin structure chasing trends. This cut just needed refinement.”

His brow lifted slightly. “Most designers.”

She shrugged. “Fashion houses recycle the same silhouettes every season and call it evolution.”

Silence.

Then—

“And what would you do differently?”

The question wasn’t casual.

It was an evaluation.

Natalia felt it.

Still, she stepped closer, gesturing toward the jacket in his hands. “I’d modernize the shoulder line but keep authority in the frame. Slim the waist further. Shorten the hem two inches. Make it intentional.”

His gaze never left her face as she spoke.

Not once.

“You speak as though you’ve done this before.”

“I do it every day,” she replied lightly, motioning around the store. “Just... cheaper.”

He glanced around for the first time, truly taking in the cramped racks and faded signage.

“And this is enough for you?”

The question landed differently than she expected.

It wasn’t mocking.

It was assessing.

Natalia met his gaze evenly. “It’s what I have.”

Something in his expression shifted.

Respect, perhaps.

He slipped the blazer over his arm and reached into his coat pocket, retrieving a simple black card.

He handed it to her.

Natalia glanced down.

The name printed in understated silver lettering made her stomach drop.

Bill Laurent.

The Bill Laurent.

Founder of Laurent House.

Global luxury empire.

Runway shows in Paris. Milan. New York.

Her heart began to pound.

She looked back up at him, and now that she knew, she could see it clearly—the authority, the wealth, the quiet command.

“You’re—”

“Yes.”

No arrogance. Just fact.

Heat rushed to her cheeks. She remembered her comment about fashion houses recycling silhouettes.

Oh God.

He watched the realization settle across her face with the faintest hint of amusement.

“I like honesty,” he said calmly.

Natalia swallowed. “I didn’t mean—”

“I know what you meant.”

His tone softened slightly, though it never lost its depth.

“And you’re not wrong.”

That stunned her.

He gestured toward the blazer. “You have instinct.”

She blinked. “I—thank you.”

“Instinct can’t be taught,” he continued. “Technique can.”

Her pulse quickened.

He wasn’t just complimenting her.

He was calculating.

“Tell me, Natalia,” he said, glancing briefly at her name tag, “if someone offered you better materials... better tools... better education... would you take it?”

The air felt heavier suddenly.

“Why?” she asked quietly.

A faint curve touched his mouth.

“Because I invest in potential.”

Invest.

The word hung between them, rich and layered.

He didn’t look at her the way boys her age did. There was no fumbling admiration. No awkward charm.

He looked at her like she was an opportunity.

Valuable.

Dangerous.

“Is this some kind of scholarship?” she asked carefully.

“It’s an invitation,” he replied. “A private mentorship. Paid.”

Her breath caught.

“Paid?”

“You would work under my supervision at Laurent House. Limited term. Six months. You would learn how real fashion operates.”

“And in exchange?” she pressed.

He appreciated that.

“I expect dedication,” he said. “Discretion. Loyalty to the brand.”

His gaze held hers steadily.

“And to you?” she asked before she could stop herself.

A quiet pause.

Not offended.

Not surprised.

Just considering.

“I don’t separate myself from what I build,” he said at last.

The honesty of that answer sent a subtle shiver through her.

Mrs. Delgado emerged from the back office just then, eyeing Bill curiously. Natalia quickly folded the card into her palm.

“This isn’t a decision you need to make now,” he said smoothly. “But I don’t extend invitations twice.”

Of course he didn’t.

Men like him didn’t chase.

They selected.

He set the altered blazer on the counter and removed his wallet. “I’ll take this.”

Natalia rang it up, hands slightly unsteady.

When she handed him the receipt, their fingers brushed.

His hand was warm.

Steady.

Intentional.

“Think carefully,” he murmured, low enough that only she could hear. “You’re more suited to silk than polyester.”

Then he stepped back, draping the blazer over his arm.

And left.

The bell jingled again.

Silence flooded the store.

Natalia stared down at the black card in her hand.

Bill Laurent.

Billionaire.

Visionary.

Forty-eight—no, she corrected herself—closer to fifty.

Experienced. Controlled. Powerful.

He hadn’t flirted.

He hadn’t smiled much.

He hadn’t needed to.

He had simply offered her a door.

And made it clear that if she stepped through it...

Her life would never be the same.

Natalia closed her fingers around the card, heart racing.

Outside, a sleek black car pulled away from the curb.

She watched it disappear down the street.

Then she looked around the thrift store—the flickering lights, the crowded racks, the scent of old fabric and dust.

For the first time, it felt smaller.

Not because she’d outgrown it.

But because someone powerful enough to change her world had just noticed her.

And men like Bill Laurent did nothing without intention.
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Chapter Two – An Offer She Can’t Refuse
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Natalia did not sleep.

Bill Laurent’s card lay on her nightstand like it had weight, like the black rectangle itself pressed against her thoughts and refused to let them rest.

She had Googled him. Of course she had.

Interviews. Runway clips. Articles calling him ruthless, brilliant, uncompromising. Photos of him beside models half his age and actresses draped in Laurent House gowns. A ten-year-old divorce from a European socialite. No scandals. No public affairs. Just power—controlled, disciplined, immaculate.

He was fifty-two.

The number had startled her more than anything.

Not because it was old.

But because it wasn’t.

Fifty-two wasn’t fragile. It wasn’t fading. It was established. Solid. Certain.

And he had looked at her like she was something worth acquiring.

By morning, she was exhausted—and restless.

She tucked the card into her apron pocket before her shift started, telling herself she wasn’t going to call.

Not yet.

The thrift store was busier than usual that afternoon. A delivery of donations had arrived, and Natalia was sorting through boxes when the bell above the door chimed again.

She didn’t look up immediately.

Then the store grew quiet.

Not empty.

Quiet.

A ripple passed through the small space like air pressure shifting.

She lifted her head.

And there he was.

This time, he wasn’t anonymous.

Bill Laurent stood just inside the doorway wearing a navy tailored suit that fit him like it had been sculpted onto his body. The fabric was impossibly smooth. The cut precise. A charcoal tie rested against a crisp white shirt, and silver cufflinks caught the light when he adjusted them.

He did not look like a man browsing.

He looked like a man arriving.

Mrs. Delgado hurried forward, flustered and smiling too widely. “Sir, welcome—can I help you find something?”

“I’m here for Natalia,” he said evenly.

Her name in his voice felt different.

Deliberate.

Natalia stepped out from behind the counter. “It’s fine, Mrs. Delgado. I know him.”

Mrs. Delgado’s eyes darted between them, curious but cautious, before retreating to the back office.

Bill’s gaze settled on Natalia.

She felt suddenly aware of everything—the inexpensive flats on her feet, the loose thread at her hem, the faint smell of detergent clinging to her clothes.

“You didn’t call,” she said.

“You didn’t decline,” he replied.

He moved further into the store, his presence narrowing the room around him.

“I prefer to discuss important matters face-to-face,” he continued. “May we speak privately?”

Natalia hesitated for only a second before nodding. She led him to the narrow hallway near the donation bins. It wasn’t elegant, but it was quiet.

He studied her for a moment, taking in the faint shadows under her eyes.

“You’ve been thinking,” he observed.

“Yes.”

“Good.”

He removed a slim leather folder from under his arm and handed it to her.

“This is a formal proposal.”

Her fingers trembled slightly as she opened it.

Inside
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